Psychotraumatology: What researchers and clinicians can learn from an evolutionary perspective.
This review outlines the contribution of evolutionary science to experimental and clinical psychotraumatology. From an evolutionary perspective, traumatic and psychosocial stressors are conceived of as events or circumstances that thwart the achievement of biological goals. The more important is the adaptive value of the goal, the more painful is the emotional impact of the life event that endangers goal achievement. Life history theory and sexual selection theory help to explain why goal priorities differ between the sexes and across age groups. Cultural values and social learning interact with evolved inclinations in determining the hierarchy of goals for a specific person in a specific phase of his or her life. To illustrate the applicability of the evolutionary model, epidemiological and clinical data concerning individual differences in stress sensitivity and stress generation are reviewed and discussed. The final part of the review summarizes new hypotheses that explain how early and current psychosocial stressors can activate a series of adaptive mechanisms including developmental plasticity, predictive adaptive responses and differential susceptibility. Ultimately, the contribution of evolutionary science to psychotraumatology is the idea that experimental and clinical studies should shift the focus of research from the external environment (defined as all stressful factors external to the subjects under investigation) to the ecological environment (defined as those stressful factors of the external environment that have a greater potential to threaten the adaptive equilibrium of the subjects under investigation because of their evolved inclinations).